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 Introduction 
 The suggestion that education might not follow empirical rules of cause and 
effect is not a stance welcomed in a world where measurable educational out-
comes are publicly reported in local, national and global competitive league 
tables. In England, at least, this process now starts with ‘baseline’ assessments 
of four to five-year-old children in Reception classes, continuing into higher 
education when the ‘destination of leavers’ metric is used to report on ‘teach-
ing quality’ measured by employment type and salary. The view of education 
offered here rejects this approach, along with other similar neoliberal tech-
nologies as acts of anti-educational violence (Bainbridge  et al . 2018). I seek 
to expose this sham by casting an imaginative hypothetical net far and wide, 
across space and time, to catch a glimpse of educational processes encountered 
from our human ancestral past up to the present. This archeological exploration 
of the human mind (Lent 2017) offers novel ways of imagining why humans 
engage in education and what outcomes might emerge from considering an 
expansive ecology of human experience. 
 In particular, I draw on the work of Stephen Frosh (1991/2016, 2018) and 
his syntactic and semantic analysis of human behaviour. Frosh is critical of main-
stream psychology for being overly concerned with establishing the syntax of 
human behaviour through the establishment of general rules and principles. 
This, he contrasts with psychoanalytic principles that seek to identify how indi-
vidual meaning can be constructed and personal agency understood. In the con-
text of this publication, Frosh’s stance and critical lens also allows us to position 
neoliberal assumptions and mechanisms within the realm of syntactic thinking 
while highlighting the obsession to value rules and principles beyond what the 
individual may be experiencing and how they make meaning of their lives. 
Equally, this is reflected in the dominant contemporary view that education can 
be understood, managed and measured, while neglecting the possibility of a 
more unpredictable and yet more meaningful semantic educational experiences. 
 I shall consider the aspects of disruption and desire as central to ancestral and 
current human experience, a discussion of how this might be experienced will 
offer provocative and insightful possibilities as to why and how humans engage 
 Chapter 16 
 Deceptively difficult education 
 A case for a lifetime of impact 
 Alan Bainbridge 
216 Alan Bainbridge
with education and what its outcomes might be. Of particular interest is Cap-
ra’s (1996) holistic ‘deep’ ecological view that builds on Maturana and Varela’s 
(1987) theory of structural coupling integrating aspects of physical, biological, 
social and political systems. From this deep ecological perspective the experi-
ence of being alive is to be at all times connected and yet in continual flux. 
 For non-human animals this can be conceived as a learned adaptive response, 
where changes in one part of the system require an individual behavioural 
or genetic response ensuring continued adjustments to maintain structurally 
coupled equilibrium and hence survival. These subtle adaptive ‘couplings’ not 
only maintain individual survival but also the integrity of the ecological system. 
I have previously proposed (Bainbridge 2019) that the impulse to educate has 
its genealogy in an ancestral experiential shift, probably driven by ecologi-
cal change of sufficient magnitude, permanently disrupting the complex but 
synergistic structural coupling between the human and what Abram (1997) 
refers to as the more-than-human world. Within this context acts of educa-
tion represent an interactive process of human physical, psychological, social 
and political world building motivated by the existential desire to ‘return to’ 
ecological equilibrium and hence a meaningful structurally coupled experi-
ence. Additionally, such human world building activity will be considered from 
Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) social construction concept of closed and open 
worlds. In closed worlds all aspects are harmoniously coupled (adapted) in a 
relatively stable ecological system. This contrasts with un-coupled open worlds 
that to support human flourishing require constant construction. 
 The second section focuses on the role of language within the experience of 
education. Central to this discussion is an understanding that the origin of the 
motivation for language is the same as it is for education. Mollenhauer (2013) 
admits to not being sure what this impulse might be while also noting that there 
is something about being human that irresistibly and unmistakably draws towards 
‘upbringing’ and an encounter with a novice who possesses ‘self-activity’. Draw-
ing on a consideration of a distant ancestral past will always be hypothetical, but 
Howard-Jones (2014) combines neurology and evolutionary biology to suggest 
that language involving symbols can be assumed to have emerged at a simi-
lar time as early humans stood upright, became hands-free, started to fashion 
tools and leave artworks on cave walls. Capra (1996) draws to our attention 
that human infants are distinctive in their immaturity at birth. Not being born 
‘ready’ and the development of a disposition to craft tools and use art, support 
the suggestion that humans experience an ‘open’ world waiting to be acted on 
and fashioned towards the possibility of a ‘closed’ structurally coupled existence. 
 It is possible that the serendipitous ecological changes favouring upright tool 
making artistic humans, alongside the birth of very immature infants provided 
the selective pressures for prolonged nurturing and language development (Lal-
and 2017). It is my supposition (Bainbridge 2019) that the ancestral ‘ghosts’ 
resulting from a disruption of synchronized and intimate structural coupling 
with the external world evokes feelings of existential loss. The response to 
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which has been the language driven human proclivity towards world making. 
Consequently, that which brings us to language, shall also bring us to education 
and the desire to continue to act on and change the world we live. 
 It should be noted that language is semantic and distinguished from syntactic 
linguistics and shown to be central to supporting education through the communi-
cation of individual meaning. Additionally, it is argued that Maturana and Varela’s 
(1987) conception of languaging, or communication about communication – 
supports the development of abstract concepts and semantic meaning making. 
In recognition of this, Searle’s Chinese Room thought experiment is discussed 
to highlight the importance of distinguishing between syntactic and semantic 
communication. It is noted that an unintended consequence of an ancient desire 
towards meaning-making provides the human motivation to repair a lost ecologi-
cal relationship, ultimately leading to an unforeseen increased negative impact on 
the more-than-human world. Education will be shown to be complicit in this act 
as it struggles to contain feelings of loss alongside being overwhelmed by an ever-
increasing complexity of human manufactured knowledge and skills. 
 The final section acknowledges what it means to have been educated by 
considering the role education has played in the construction of an increas-
ingly abstract, sufficiently complicated and often destructive world that it may 
become too difficult to think about. The thesis presented in this chapter sug-
gests that education has its origins in an ancestral past as a response to the lived 
experience of ‘structural un-coupling’ and a disruptive shift from closed world 
to open world experience. Paradoxically, the long-term evolutionary outcome 
of education has led to further uncoupling Bainbridge 2019) and increasingly 
complex social, cultural and knowledge systems. The human desire to re-con-
nect, or re-couple with deep ecological systems, provides the motive for the 
accumulation and transfer of knowledge and skills through generations, world 
building and the development of cooperative social systems. Mollenhauer 
(2013) would recognize this in the educational dilemma of what should be 
re-presented and to who, which to some extent in recent times the hegemonic 
influence of neoliberal thinking has attempted to solve. 
 Bainbridge  et al . (2018) argue that the artifacts of neoliberal accountancy 
thinking have arisen as a cultural response to education and social systems of 
such complexity that they are too difficult to think about. Indeed, the com-
plexity of what knowledge should be re-presented, to which individuals, at 
what age, through what type of education system, offers so much confusion 
that simplistic syntactic neoliberal accountancy technologies representing Klein 
(1985) split thinking have come to dominate education policy. Additionally, 
Frosh (2018) suggests, from a neoliberal perspective, principles of interconnect-
edness and interdependency are perceived as weak and therefore attacked and 
rejected. The language and practices of neoliberalism in education have been 
explored by Bainbridge  et al . (2018) exposing the inherent violence, for exam-
ple in the language of league tables, good/bad schools, excellence and school 
improvement. Using such language immediately closes down thinking about 
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educational purpose only to be replaced by competition, winners, losers and a 
commodified education that can now be bought, sold and ultimately fetishized. 
 Consequently, this can lead to simplistic good/bad binaries supported by 
defensive unconscious processes, such as the ‘splitting’ of thinking where syn-
tactic rules and processes are promoted ahead of the need for meaning and 
semantics. The work of Frosh (1991/2016, 2018) calls for a return to psy-
choanalytically informed principles of interpersonal (educational) dialogue of 
‘giving and receiving’ where individual meaning and authentic life choices can 
be explored with an ‘other’. Such dialogue will be shown to expose, and ulti-
mately alleviate, the violence of a neoliberal induced Freudian and Marxian 
fetish on the process of education. Finally, the deceptively difficult educational 
question – ‘Why did a particular Jill learn or not learn’? – can be answered. 
 Disruption and desire 
 The human mind leaves no fossil record and the following can only be hypo-
thetical conjecture but if the discussion helps us to re-position and re-imag-
ine education in times of technicist stultification, it may also lead to a more 
empowering and democratic educational mindset. The fundamental suggestion 
is that very early human experience has been disrupted and humans no longer 
experience structurally coupled equilibrium. The outcome of ‘de-coupling’, 
of not being in harmony in an ecological system for early humans is likely to 
have been experienced as a threat to survival, where the human niche, previ-
ously part of a complex inter-connected ecological system, no longer sup-
ported human flourishing. Such disruption represents a shift from relatively 
supportive and stable relationships to an open world system that requires con-
tinual reconstruction (Berger and Luckmann 1966) to provide the conditions 
for human flourishing. Therefore driving the need to act more directly on an 
open and unpredictable world, leading not only to the motive to manage and 
control the external environment (Odling-Smee  et al . 2003) but also a search 
for meaning (equilibrium). 
 Ancestral acts of education can be positioned in the compulsion to manage 
the complex ecological open world in an attempt to control biological, physi-
cal, social and even political aspects. Yet, paradoxically, acting on an open world 
to re-engage with a closed world experience of synchronized coupling, has 
only led to humans becoming less aware of harmonious and meaningful ways 
of being. Humans therefore are confronted and disrupted by the more-than-
human world, themselves, disrupting it and in return are continually increasing 
the gap between the experience of ecological equilibrium and existential threat 
(Flynn  et al . 2013). Consequently, the human constructed world is now of such 
complexity as to be compelled, one generation to the next, to accumulate and 
transfer knowledge in what Mollenhauer (2013) refers to as ‘upbringing’. 
 Current cultural expectations are for children and all novices to be deliber-
ately interrupted by more experienced others re-presenting what is generally 
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agreed to be the important knowledge and skills required for successful living. 
In England, this can be experienced in the compulsion to start formal school-
ing in the  academic year a child is five years old (some children will only just be 
four) and learning complex grammar at the expense of creative subjects. While 
in higher education the need to make links between academic subjects and 
employability increasingly impacts the curriculum. Few other animals make 
such a commitment to designing the process and content of formal education 
settings and significantly very few other animals invest such time and resources 
into elaborate teaching activities (Fogarty  et al . 2011). 
 It is my contention (Bainbridge 2019) that the considerable efforts to engage 
in education are an attempt to re-experience a more meaningful structurally 
coupled existence, however human world building behaviours only serve to 
further disrupt and interrupt. Throughout millennia the human motivation to 
manage and control what has become an ultimately unknowable open world 
has persistently confronted human flourishing; evidenced no more clearly than 
in the current climate change crisis, resource depletion, biodiversity collapse 
and mass migration of peoples from areas of war and extreme poverty. Lent 
(2017) argues that the continuation of destructive human ambition represents a 
root metaphor originating in ancestral experience. Whereas Frosh (1991/2016) 
would recognise such destructive behaviours emanating from the trauma of 
loss and mourning that have left archives of damaging behaviours throughout 
generations. I offer the possibility (Bainbridge 2019) that the feelings of loss 
reflect unconscious desires mourning the loss of an ancestral meaningful struc-
tural coupling with the more-than-human world. It should be noted that the 
urge to educate, to become involved in ‘upbringing’ (Mollenhauer 2013) is to 
some extent unconscious, for we cannot  not continue to engage in knowledge 
accumulation and transfer to support continual world-building activities. 
 There is one final twist to consider before this section can be brought to a 
close and that is that Frosh recognizes the move to language – which for the 
infant and additionally in our context, the ancestral human being – is both 
helpful and harmful. Perhaps, there is an unconscious ancestral ghostly fantasy 
that education will save us – yet the damaging impact of some human activity 
indicates that something dark and harmful lurks in the shadows in the move 
to language and hence education. The following section will explore what it 
might mean to experience the impulse to move towards language, how lan-
guage might be experienced as an education, and what the short- and long-
term impact of language, and therefore education might be. 
 Experiencing language and education 
 What is it like to experience language/education? The curious question still 
to be addressed is how and why this evolutionary and existentially unsatisfac-
tory long-term human behaviour pattern has persisted. It was Mollenhauer 
who noted that the motive to learn, to have self-activity, is the result of being 
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interrupted by the expectations of others, confronting the learner with what 
they are not. A confrontation that occurs within a dialogical relationship where 
there is a call and response interchange reflecting very closely the dialogical 
conditions for what Maturana and Varela (1987) refer to as ‘languaging’, or 
communication about communication. They distinguish between commu-
nication that involves the linguistic interchange of symbols and a process of 
languaging that facilitates structural coupling by supporting abstract thinking 
(Capra 1996). Additionally, Frosh (1991/2016) argues that the role of language 
(Languaging for Maturana and Varela) in psychotherapy is to enable internal 
anxieties to be named and therefore dealt with in a shared external world. This 
is an educational moment, when the particularities of an individual embed-
ded in a relational biography can be thought about dialogically, providing an 
opportunity for personal change. 
 In an attempt to understand human agency, Frosh (1989) asks a deceptively 
difficult question, ‘Why did Jack hit Jill?’ His analysis is that psychology is 
unable to answer such questions, based as it is to discover what conditions 
can be identified that might predict certain human behaviours. If psychology 
assumes that the mind and meaning are only features of cognitive systems, 
explanations will always be governed by syntactic rules and can never fully 
know, in Bainbridge and West’s (2012) re-framing of the deceptively difficult 
question – ‘Why Jill does or does not learn’. To answer such questions, Frosh 
argues, requires experiential insight and not just a suggestion of predictive con-
ditions that may, or may not have brought about such action. He turns to 
Searle’s Chinese Room thought experiment and the role of language to show 
that semantics are essential components of human mental functioning and as 
presented in this chapter – education. 
 Details of Searle’s thought experiment are available elsewhere (Searle 1980), 
but as a summary, a closed room contains an English speaker who receives 
instructions to complete a task through one hole and is required to post their 
response out through another. In the first condition, questions written in Chi-
nese are posted into the room, fortunately there is a codebook and the inhabitant 
is sufficiently skilled in its use and therefore is able to post the correct answers to 
the outside world. To Chinese speakers on the outside, the person in the room 
is assumed to understand not only Chinese but also the task – in fact they can do 
neither. The second condition is the same but this time English tasks are posted 
in and the correct answers are posted out. Now those on the outside correctly 
assume the inhabitant can understand the nature and meaning of their tasks. 
Frosh notes that in the first example syntactic rules within the codebook have 
been used to produce a correct answer but the situation is devoid of meaning. 
Whereas in the second example, as the language provides semantic meaning, the 
task is understood without the need to resort to a codebook. 
 Frosh uses this as a basis to understand how interventions such as psychother-
apy may work, explaining that the ‘talking cure’ takes place in a dialogical rela-
tionship based on language infused with particular shared semantic meaning. 
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During the therapeutic encounter feelings previously unnamed are named, 
spoken and available for being thought about together. Likewise, Bainbridge 
and West (2012) suggest that the success or not of a meaningful education 
should not only be discussed in the context of syntactic rules, but to under-
stand why Jill does or does not learn requires a consideration of a particular 
experiencing semantic Jill. Indeed, in the context of the Chinese Room, Jill 
may score highly in tests, complete homework on time and even understand 
how to use blends, digraphs and trigraphs. But, like the English-speaking suc-
cessful Chinese decoder, even though Jill can complete the task – success is not 
an indication of making meaning and understanding. Jill’s ‘learning’ is poten-
tially hollow and without meaning. Equally, those schools occupying high posi-
tions in league tables are not necessarily those settings that provide a ‘quality’ 
education. It is unfortunate that current neoliberal accountancy measurements 
mirror the Chinese Room thought experiment by promoting syntactic anti-
educational measures. This is not to suggest that all that happens in formal edu-
cation settings is devoid of meaning and understanding, rather that simplistic 
syntactic assumptions are encouraged to thrive at the expense of an individual 
meaning making. 
 It is not yet clear how the use of language supports particular individual 
meaning making and how the deceptively difficult question – ‘Why Jill did or 
did not learn?’ – can be answered. To make this next step, I return to Capra 
(1996) and Maturana and Varela’s (1987) conception of structural coupling and 
languaging. So far, it has been argued that the use of language in human mental 
functioning has been related to particular individual meaning making. In Cap-
ra’s (1996) deep ecological understanding, multi-faceted systems become struc-
turally coupled as a result of each constituent member being sensitive to and 
responding to continual flux, with most parts of the system achieving this via 
syntactic linguistic communication. One of the examples given by Capra is the 
dance performed by bees to direct other workers to a valuable nectar source; 
although regarded as communication, it is not language but instead linguis-
tic, as information transfer is largely technical and syntactic. For example, ‘Fly 
south by southwest for 120 metres’ is a series of simple and limited instructions. 
 In contrast humans maintain coupling through a dialogical process of lan-
guaging, or communication about communication. Semantic patterns can 
emerge through languaging where external objects can become abstract con-
cepts and inner worlds can be named and externalized. Maturana and Varela 
(1987) offered languaging as a medium for semantic patterns of meaning to 
be made available to others via thoughts represented as words, organized into 
statements that transmit meaning throughout the human aspect of a system. 
Using the earlier example, the hunt for a nectar source could now be re-
imagined as – ‘I was flying around this morning and my attention was drawn 
to a fantastic yellow flower with dark bits in the middle. Well, it’s a bit wobbly 
and lots of other bees want to get inside but it is worth the effort. Go and see 
if you can find it. It’s at the end of the hedge where the dog sleeps.’ Similarly, 
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education is not simply the presentation and insertion of knowledge or passing 
on of skills (Aldridge 2019). 
 The representation of internal and external objects using complex and abstract 
symbols of language has also been considered by Frosh (1991/2016) and although 
he does not use the term structural coupling, what can be recognized as similar 
is the intimate dynamic between mother and infant. Frosh describes a dialogi-
cal relationship of attuned giving and receiving where the infant’s experience is 
bonded to words and phrases used by the (m)other. Hence, words infused with 
affect and meaning, passed down through generations, can now be appropriated 
by the infant in a primal act of education where the unknown is made known. 
As expected from Frosh’s psychoanalytic stance, he goes one step further, arguing 
that the impulse towards language is rooted in the experience of anxiety. Further, 
Bainbridge and West (2012) would also acknowledge the role of anxiety in the 
impulse to education; not the debilitating anxiety that may consume and lead to 
mental ill health, instead an understanding of anxiety as an everyday feature of 
our lives, representing the playful and imaginative tensions of how an individual 
may wish to respond to psychological, social and cultural expectations. 
 My intention is to propose that disruption, either from an ancestral past or 
an experience in the present, results in a level of existential upheaval where the 
individual is confronted with questions about who they are in the world and 
how they should respond. Language has developed as a mechanism to man-
age these anxieties but what can also be learnt from Mollenhauer (2013) and 
Frosh (2018) is that what is not immediately available to awareness, which has 
therefore not been named and converted into language, can continue to influ-
ence experience. Therefore the unconscious, or unknown, contains unresolved 
hopes, fears and desires, all with the potential to subtly influence mental process 
and decision making. The following section will consider what the long-term 
impact of education might be and offer some initial insight into the particular 
human dilemma of living in an increasingly open world. 
 Impact of language/education 
 It is always dangerous to discuss ways of being human in an essentialist manner 
but irrespective of how the human/more-than-human relationship is conceived 
it is difficult to argue against the impact human activity now has on the planet. 
Some even go so far as to suggest that human activity has defined the current 
geological epoch labeling it as the Anthropocene. I offered an ecol-agogical 
hypothesis (Bainbridge 2019) that the continual process of human world mak-
ing and the accumulation of educationally driven human knowledge has led, 
not to a re-connection with a lost ancestral niche, but instead to the paradoxical 
continued decreased awareness of a synchronized structurally coupled system. 
Nevertheless, the desire and motive to persist with educationally influenced 
world building continues. It is after all, what makes us human. Therefore, edu-
cation will never be a finished project as it will never be able to build a closed 
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world to satisfy an existential awareness of loss and mourning for an ancient 
structurally coupled experience. 
 The narrative presented so far may indicate that language and the impulse 
to educate have only led to anxiety ridden people living with the possibility 
of imminent world destruction. But this is unfair, language and education do 
offer us something more hope. It is after all the hope for a better world, a bet-
ter personal experience that drives the desire to both engage in upbringing and 
self-activity (Mollenhauer 2013). Importantly, the human experience is not a 
solitary solipsistic war of attrition to survive one day at a time, for one of the 
early – for infants and our human ancestors – and longest lasting impacts of 
education is the shift from a subjective uniqueness to intersubjectivity in a shared 
world. 
 Mollenhauer recognizes this in the historical development from pre-modern 
to modern thinking and the move from having a world presented to novices, 
to one in which the more experienced need to make decisions about what 
should be presented to the novice. There are tensions between individual and 
community needs that Frosh (2018) argues can be resolved by acknowledging 
that these, largely unconscious, unknown desires are not individually owned. 
Instead, they are passed down through generations and that psychoanalysis has 
language and metaphors that can encourage interconnected complex thinking, 
resisting unhelpful binaries of good/bad, desirable/undesirable or even inner/
outer. It is from this position that, unlike psychology looking for syntactic 
cause and effect, psychoanalysis encourages individuals to consider their partic-
ular context and motives, and to use this knowledge to make self-determined 
responses, resisting being trapped by archives of the past or fantasies of the 
future. This, of course, is the educational act. 
 Although from different traditions Biesta (2013), Klein (1985) and Tomasello 
(2008) all suggest a similar outcome of successful education. Tomasello’s work 
on an evolutionary understanding of how human mental functioning devel-
oped suggests that what distinguishes humans from most other animals is the 
existence of social cognition and thinking based on shared intentionality. The 
emblematic human behaviour for Tomasello is that one individual can have a 
conception of another’s mind and act accordingly. Similarly, Biesta contends 
that the mature outcome of education is that of subjectification and the ability 
to distinguish one’s own desires from those of others and to respond in such 
a way as to take their life and the life of others into account. Finally Melanie 
Klein’s seminal psychoanalytic theory suggests that thinking takes place within 
two positions; the first represents a very early position where an infant is ego-
centric and experiences the world as attacking and loving. ‘Splitting’ thinking 
into extremes of good and bad, dangerous and supportive. The more mature 
(educated) position is one from which the infant becomes aware of complexity 
and acknowledges that good and bad can reside in the same object. 
 Each of these theoretical approaches offers the hope that the outcome of 
education is an appreciation of the self in relation to the other. Frosh (2018) 
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argues that in the present political, economic and environmental climate, riven 
with divisions and dissent, the ability to think beyond syntactic boundaries and 
to celebrate interconnectedness might be the achievement of a semantically 
infused language and education. 
 The final section of this chapter will consider how language informs and 
influences educational policy, exposing both harmful fetishized aspects, such as 
how neoliberal attacks have conspired to act against educational purpose, and 
more helpfully what can be done to return to an education that can support 
human and planetary flourishing. 
 To have been educated 
 That learning has become a fetish in education can be regarded as a response 
to syntactic commodification and a loss of educational purpose operating to 
distract from the existentially risky nature of engaging with deceptively dif-
ficult education (Bainbridge  et al . 2018). The Marxian fetish originates from 
the commodification of education and conflation between use and exchange 
value. Marx contends that the magic trick of capitalism takes place when a 
commodity is perceived in relation to its monetary worth (exchange value), 
rather than their material properties (use value). In an educational context such 
a magic trick replaces the difficult and disruptive intellectual labour required 
to become educated with a focus on outcome, irrespective of process. From a 
Freudian perspective, the fetish becomes apparent through the disavowal of the 
loss of a loved object, resulting in the fetishist behaving in a manner that they 
know is not fit for purpose; for example, to persist in promoting testing and the 
importance of league tables, while still able to acknowledge that such practices 
have little to do with education. 
 In both contexts the complex and troubling nature of education is avoided 
and replaced with language that attempts to sanitize and control an education 
inherently messy and resistant to being restrained. Finding a way out of this 
violence and returning to education with educational purpose and answering 
the deceptively difficult question will bring this chapter to a close. 
 The task to arrest the slow death of education in the machinery of neolib-
eral accountancy measures will be to reclaim a language of education and to 
provide new metaphors that offer hope and resilience in troubling times. Lent 
(2017) encourages us to be culturally mindful and to be aware of the meanings 
that culture has created, while Bainbridge  et al . (2018) called for the fetish to be 
‘named’, to re-enter our language, as only then can it and its effects be thought 
about and challenged. This is not to suggest that simply by engaging with 
symbolic language some mystical transformation of thinking will occur. Frosh 
(2016), writing about why psychotherapeutic talking ‘cures’ can take so long, 
makes this clear suggesting that a return to dialogue, or languaging, involves 
giving and receiving, being sensitive to the experiences and thoughts of oth-
ers, communicating about communication in complex dialogical relationships. 
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 Returning to the deceptively difficult question – ‘Why Jill did or did not 
learn’ – is to return to Frosh’s earlier distinction between syntax and semantics. 
Here, Jill is a particular Jill confronted with a particular something, in a par-
ticular relationship for a particular purpose. There are resonances with Biesta’s 
(2013) three purposes of education that highlight the importance of being 
taught  something by  someone for  some purpose . It is important to note that Jill is 
not simply a brain with identifiable and predictable cognitive functions, or a 
woman from a known social background with predictable expectations. She is 
not necessarily motivated by the shame of failure any more than the pleasure 
of success; she does not yet know what she wants her future life to be but does 
know that she would like to have the opportunity to decide when she is ready. 
 The accountability technologies of syntactic and simplistic neoliberalism have 
no place for Jill, or answer to her desires. Jill’s ‘Jill-ness’ is violently removed 
from awareness and can only be construed as (say) a 14-year-old female with an 
average IQ from a single parent working class background who achieves aver-
age test scores. There is a mystery to how education plays out in the lives of 
individuals; Mollenhauer (2013) is correct in his observation that the language 
of science, of syntax, does not make education any less mysterious. Surely what 
is important is that those of us engaged in education, in upbringing, can sit 
with this mystery a little longer. Long enough for Jill to come to an under-
standing of what her desires are and if they are desirable to others and the world 
she inhabits and to not simply invest in and hoard a series of levels, certificates 
and positions on league tables. 
 To sit together, dialogically, with Jill’s desires, requires the ability to stay in 
uncertainty and to reject the dominant metaphors of developmental stages, 
monitored test progress and the certitude that exam success leads to profes-
sional success and a lifetime of wealth and personal fulfillment. Psychoanalytic 
theory would frame this stance as one that ‘holds’ anxiety, offering a time for 
personal reflection and the possibility of dialogue, using apposite language to 
stir something from the unconscious, that can be named and thought about 
(languaged) together. A holding space such as this can be a space that has edu-
cational purpose allowing for the possibility of personal transformation. 
 Attempts to employ neoliberal technologies to manage and control educa-
tion are the actions of the person who digs their own grave, only serving to 
destroy the very thing it claims to support. This is the power of the fetish, 
disavowal and the capitalist’s magic trick. This is where Jill no longer exists but 
for a test score. But there is hope as new metaphors can initiate new thinking. 
There is also the hope of a return to an education that has a more human and 
humane educational purpose, for it will be this education that brings forth a 
world that can be shared and not destroyed, a world that can consider and value 
both interconnectivity and interdependence. It will be an education that does 
not destroy itself and is sustainable, it will be an education that can exist in har-
mony and sustain the world in which it operates. It will be an education where 
a very particular Jill can be Jill. 
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